
Formerly a bank, this remodelled home has not just 
regained its historic grandeur; its architect has 
enhanced its Feeling oF space, and created a quiet 

backdrop For modern classics / By Ivy Webb
photography by jasper carlberg
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opposite: Suspended 
ceilings conceal the 
lighting, ventilation 
and audio systems. The 
pendant was originally 
designed for the 1952 
Helsinki Olympics

Things always look clearer in hindsight, 
a sentiment that certainly rings true for 
the designer of this elegant apartment in 
helsinki. “When it was finished, it seemed 
like it was always supposed to be like this;  
but in the beginning, we asked ourselves, 
‘how are we going to organise this space?’” 
says teemu saukkonen of saukkonen & 
partners architects. overlooking a leafy 
park on tree-lined bulevardi, the one-

bedroom apartment occupies an early  
19th-century residential building. 
converted into a bank and offices in the 
eighties, it was divided up into apartments 
again seven years ago. When saukkonen 
was brought on board by his client, the 
place was 220 sq m of “totally rough open 
office space in a horrible condition. When 
you were inside, you didn’t understand 
how beautiful the building actually was.” >



one of the main challenges lay in how 
to create a rational layout. all bar one 
of the apartment’s windows sat on one 
side of the space; the single window was 
allocated to the bedroom, and was replaced 
with balcony doors to maximise light; the 
bathroom and dressing areas, which could 
forgo natural light, were placed in the 
windowless part of the space. this left the 
park-facing windows for the main living 
areas, kitchen and dining area. 

having clients with an open brief 
helped counterbalance the challenging 
nature of the project, says saukkonen: 
“there were a couple of things they really 
wanted to have, and everything else  
was my call.” Firstly they wanted only one 
bedroom; secondly, there had to be an  
area to smoke cigars. Finally, the clients 
wanted the apartment to look and feel 
like a private home, not a show home. the 
preservation of an old iron vault door –  
a relic from the apartment’s former life  
as a bank – was another early idea the 
clients wanted to maintain. “at first, we 
thought it would it be a funny detail and 
tell the story behind the space. but of 
course, it was 500mm thick and 2.5m tall – 
trying to move it was impossible. how they 
demolished it in the end is another story…” 
laughs saukkonen. a huge walnut framed 
door now stands where the original was,  
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right: Minotti’s minimal ‘Hamilton’ 
sofa was chosen for its ability to not 
upstage the apartment’s many design 
classics, including Vitra’s ‘La Chaise’
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“THe CLIenT WanTed TO  
keep THe SpaCeS aS HIgH  
aS pOSSIBLe, SO We Had  
THe Idea Of a pLaSTer 
‘fLOaTIng’ CeILIng TO  
COnCeaL THe VenTILaTIOn”

as a subtle (and rather more practical) 
homage to the iron vault.

the smoking room brought with it 
another design challenge – ventilation. 
“the client wanted to keep the spaces as 
high as possible,” says saukkonen. “We had 
the idea of a plaster ‘floating’ ceiling that 
could conceal the ventilation, so we didn’t 
need to lower the whole thing.” as a result, 
the ceilings – which integrate the sound 
system, electricity and a discreet lighting 
system – look clean and uncluttered, 
retaining the sense of light and space that’s 
so important in a country that has few 
daylight hours come winter. “We also really 
wanted this plaster element, so that you 
feel that it’s an old building. it provides 
atmosphere and a dialogue between old 
and the new,” says saukkonen.

this considered balance of old and new, 
light and dark, rough and smooth, runs 

throughout the apartment. a deceptively 
simple scheme of black and white has 
been chosen: in the kitchen, pale grey 
walls contrast with black glass Valcucine 
units, and black fixtures. no cabinets 
hang above the units, another conscious 
decision by saukkonen to keep the space 
open and flowing, and even the fridge 
and freezer are hidden in drawer units as 
supposed to conventional cabinets. the 
spa bathroom, clad in dark natural stone, 
is a cocooning, cave-like space (“we wanted 
to make entering the spa an experience”) 
and beautifully showcases boffi’s sculptural 
‘i Fumi’ oval bathtub, a smooth pebble 
against the rough texture of the stone. the 
bedroom is also strikingly dark: “because 
of the height of the ceiling, we decided  
on this colour to make the room feel cosy.”

rich walnut was chosen for the 
smoking room and the library shelving 

Black appliances blend with the handle-
free Valcucine cabinets in the kitchen.  
a lack of wall cabinets emphasises ceiling 
height – a key part of the brief
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to add a classical note. the floors are 
dinesen’s douglas fir full-length planks, 
which magnify the height of the rooms 
and create an illusion of space in the 
comparably small footprint. For the hallway 
flooring, saukkonen used epoxy resin, a 
material usually used for factory floors: 
“We wanted it to contrast with the dinesen 
floor, for a little bit of an industrial edge,” 
he says. this slightly harder aesthetic also 
matches the pendants in the entrance way 
and library, which were originally used in 
the stadium built for the 1952 helsinki 
olympics. “my client found the lamps and 
immediately fell in love with them because 
of their story. he took a picture before we 
started the project asked us to find a nice 
place for them, so that was another reason 
for the rough industrial element.” 

having a collector of vintage design as a 
client has benefits. as well as the lighting, 
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saukkonen has incorporated other special 
pieces, including two prototype eero 
aarnio ‘ball’ chairs (the holes cut into 
their roofs were an experiment to provide 
light and better acoustics), an arne 
jacobsen ‘egg’ chair and louis poulsen 
lighting – surely a dream scenario for an 
architect? “definitely. in this case, there 
was plenty of nice existing furniture. but 
there was also a lot missing, and it was 
difficult to know how to continue from 
there; what could we put with an ‘egg’ 
chair so that it didn’t feel like too much?” 
so minotti’s ‘hamilton’ sofa and eames 
tables from Vitra complement the vintage 
pieces, giving breathing space to their 
distinctive forms without spoiling the 
equilibrium – a triumph in balance and 
contrast to the very last. 

www.saukkonenpartners.fi

above: a smaller sitting room sits  
adjacent to the smoking room. The 
artwork depicts a 500-markkaa note, 
finland’s pre-euro currency 

below: architect Teemu Saukkonen 
plays with contrast throughout, here 
mixing rich walnut joinery with pale 
douglas fir flooring from dinesen
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